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Profiling the Emotional Peaks and Valleys in Stories of Cross-border Shopping

The stories that travellers tell provide valuable insight to tourism managers responsible for shaping
travel experiences. Access to consumer stories has never been greater due to the rise of online forums,
reviews, and blogs (Gretzel, Fesenmaier, Lee, & Tussyadiah, 2010). Yet, researchers’ ability to make sense
of these stories is limited by current theoretical and methodological approaches. We contend that there
is an opportunity to develop new approaches to measure customer experience using advanced text
analysis and sentiment indices. Specifically, we use narrative theory to explain the importance of
emotional peaks and valleys in stories and propose a natural language processing (NLP) approach to
identify and profile the issues that greatly impact on travellers’ experiences. Our narrative text-analytic
approach is demonstrated using interview data describing 428 cross-border shopping experiences.
RELEVANT LITERATURE
Storytelling is ubiquitous, and marketers have studied the content, structure, and impact of word-ofmouth conversations and service experiences (Richins, 1983; Stern, 1998). Tales of customer journeys,
like other stories, usually follow a narrative arc that rises to a climax – the emotional peak or most
exciting part of the story. Traditional stories are full of regularities, and people incorporate such
regularities into a story schema in memory that serve as templates for sense making and story telling
(Mandler, 2014; Padgett & Allen, 1997).
Kahneman, Fredrickson, Schreiber, and Redelmeier (1993) argue that the peak (or most extreme)
experience and the end of the experience have a disproportionate impact on overall evaluations. People
tend to summarize and evaluate experiences by focusing on only a few features (Ariely & Carmon, 2000).
A travel experience can be considered as a sequence of events and the peak points are comparable to
critical incidents in service research (Dalakas, 2006; Verhoef et al., 2009). Peak experiences matter – they
weigh more heavily than the other moments that constitute an overall experience. The “peak experience”
heuristic has been found in travel experiences, for example riding the train (van Hagen & Bron, 2014) and
river rafting trips (Arnould & Price, 1993).
Positive and negative emotions are present at every step of the customer journey, not only are they
prevalent but they can be powerful, especially if consequential decisions are at stake (Andrade, 2015;
Zaltman, Olson, & Forr, 2015). The affective charge of consumer emotions can be characterized by
valence and arousal. Further, the ability to report the specific emotions activated over the course of a
travel experience presents a great opportunity to tourism researchers – especially when the emotions are
integrated into the appraisal structure of valenced reactions to events, agents, and objects (Ortony, Clore,
& Collins, 1990; Richins, 1997).
RESEARCH QUESTION
Current methods of measuring the affective and emotional character of consumers’ experiences suffer
from two major drawbacks: (1) Self-administered questionnaires are intrusive, and can raise concerns
about social desirability and hindsight bias, and (2) Human coding of emotions and/or sentiment is beset
by reliability issues and is expensive to scale. The purpose of this paper is to explore the viability of using
natural language processing (NLP) techniques to reveal the emotional aspects of consumer travel
experiences. NLP promises to automate the process, to speed results, to reduce costs, and to improve the
quality and consistency of measurement (Pitt, Mulvey, & Kietzmann, 2018). Accordingly, we investigate
how NLP sentiment analysis can be used to detect peak and valley experiences and specific emotions in
consumers’ stories.

METHOD
The dataset consists of 428 1- 2-page briefs that summarize the key findings of semi-structured
interviews with adult cross-border shoppers. Most interviewees were Canadians shopping in the United
States; however, the dataset also includes dozens of episodes of international shoppers visiting other
nations. The textual was analyzed in two steps: Step 1: Sentiment Analysis and Peak Detection: The textual
briefs were analyzed using the VADER sentiment analyzer (Hutto & Gilbert, 2014). For the present work,
we used the “compound score”, a measure of sentiment polarity which ranges from -1 (negative) to 1
(positive), with 0 being neutral. Over 11,700 sentences were analyzed, logging the peak (maximum) and
valley (minimum) values for each interview. Sentences classified as neutral (-0.5 < compound score < 0.5)
were purged resulting in a subset of 387 “peak” sentences and 140 “valley” sentences. Step 2: Emotional
Tone Analysis: The 527 sentences were input into IBM Watson Tone Analyzer (version 3.4.1), a service that
uses linguistic analysis to detect joy, fear, sadness, anger, analytical, confident and tentative tones found
in text. Tone scores exceeding the 0.5 threshold were logged into a database.
RESULTS
The Sentiment Profile Graphs illustrate the natural ebbs and flows of the cross-border shopping
experience, as told to the interviewer. The story’s emotional peak and valley are highlighted in red.
Beyond these exemplars, we found evidence of joy (trip planning, discovery of novel goods, getting deals,
collaborative shopping), anger (indecisive, frugal, or otherwise annoying shopping companions), sadness
(poor exchange rates, limited spending money, stock outs, shopping alone, doubts about taxes and
duties, border-crossing wait times, risk of vehicle search or interrogation), and fear (travelling alone and
feeling insecure, losing your passport). Of greatest interest are emotion triggers under marketers’ control.
Sentiment Profile Graph
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CONCLUSION
This paper demonstrated a way to study the emotional peaks, valleys, and transitions found in crossborder shopping experiences. We found that NLP text analytic methods hold great promise to contribute
to the measurement and management of traveller experience in tourism. The next step in our research
program is to dig more deeply into travellers’ reasoning structures and to explore whether emotional
profiles can distinguish different types of cross-border shopping occasions. Understanding these key
touch points in the consumer experience offers an opportunity for better targeting of services and
information needed to maximize satisfaction and greater overall efficiency in expenditures.
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